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A-level results day can sometimes feel like
Groundhog Day: the same story greets
you over the breakfast table year after

year. Every August, we learn that A-level passes
have risen to another record high, sparking an
“intense battle” for university places.
According to the headlines, up to 250,000

applicants could miss out on university this
year, while thousands of state-school pupils
are being entered for “soft” options at A level
to boost results. But is the picture really so
gloomy? What do the data show? Here we
consider whether the claims and assumptions
made about A levels stand up to scrutiny.

‘You need A levels to do a degree’
The media’s obsession with A levels carries
the implicit assumption that they are the be-all
and end-all when it comes to university entry.
Not so: in fact, almost half (48.5 per cent) of
applicants accepted on to courses at UK higher
education institutions via the Universities and
Colleges Admissions Service in 2009 did not
have A levels at all (see box below).
Alongside the significant proportion of

applicants holding overseas and Scottish
qualifications, students are increasingly
taking advantage of a range of vocational
qualifications that can allow entry to degree
courses. National Diplomas, Key Skills
and OCR Nationals are just a few of the
qualifications attracting Ucas tariff points,
and 11.4 per cent of successful applicants
were accepted with only BTECs – more
than double the rate 10 years ago.
Kate Westmacott, qualifications informa-

tion review project manager at Ucas, says:
“There is more variety out there and students
have increasingly moved to a range of
qualifications. For instance, 67.6 per cent

of students applied with just A levels in 1999,
but that had fallen to 49.8 per cent by 2009.”
The staggering array of Level 3 qualifica-

tions (equivalent, in theory, to A levels) now
presents a headache for Ucas, which is review-
ing the weighting of courses.

‘More students are taking soft subjects’
The decline of “proper” A levels is much
lamented in the media’s post-results coverage.
Alongside the obligatory photographs of confi-
dent 18-year-olds celebrating their straight-A
sweeps (see box page 35), there are inevitably a
couple of paragraphs bemoaning the march of
media studies, communication studies and PE.
Well, yes, it is true that media studies is still

going strong. A total of 33,375 sixth-formers
took the subject last year – but that was down
1.3 per cent on 2009. (Interestingly, only
12.5 per cent of candidates achieved an A*
or A in this so-called soft subject, compared
with the 44.8 per cent of pupils who gained
the same grades in mathematics.)
But it is the traditional “tough” A-level

subjects that have proved most popular in
recent years. For example, the number of
further maths candidates jumped 11.5 per
cent last year (up to 11,682 candidates) – the
highest percentage increase for any subject in
2010. This was closely followed by economics
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WHO NEEDS A LEVELS? THE RISE OF VOCATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS

Figures show qualifications held by UK-domiciled applicants accepted to UK higher education institutions
through the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service. Of the 206,057 accepted applicants who did not
have A levels in 2009:
25 per cent had BTEC National Diplomas/National Certificates/National Awards
22 per cent had overseas qualifications
12 per cent had Scottish Qualifications Authority grades
7 per cent had Access to HE qualifications
All other qualifications made up statistically insignificant proportions. SOURCE: UCAS
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Compared with the mini-revival in
STEM subjects, students are actually
shunning those courses derided by
some parts of the media as easy
ways to get grade As
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